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Introduction
A strong second-term Labour government is unprecedented and trade unionists’ perception that the electorate has at last moved towards a position of collective and responsible self-interest has fuelled our frustration on a whole range of fundamental issues like the economy, employment legislation and pensions. The government is seen as having little political commitment except to big business. At the same time there is no effective parliamentary opposition and the political consensus in the country — scepticism about European union, opposition to wars of aggression, opposition to the rapacity of globalized capital and a desire for a peaceful and tolerant society — has seldom been so disconnected with the forms of democratic politics. Alarmingly, there is no present sign of a recoupling of the popular and the parliamentary.

We are therefore in an exceptionally fluid period, with industrial disputes — and wanton aggression by employers — taking a higher profile than for many years. Moreover, in London, according to the GLA itself, there will be another ten years of inadequate tube services, rail companies putting profit before passengers and in general the sort of infrastructural problems which will ensure that unions will need to combine with the public in defence not only of the right to work but the ability to get to work in the first place. Virtually all the failures of central government are felt worst in London. The government’s increasingly conflictual approach to labour relations — as in the FBU dispute — will ensure that we will need to organize aggressively to defend ourselves.

In these conditions, workplace industrial action by itself will continue not to be all-sufficient and a groundswell of support from other trade unionists and the general public will be especially helpful. The Tory laws against solidarity action, which the Labour government has kept, make it difficult for unions to deliver the support needed and officials may find themselves compelled to advise members that such support is illegal. Dispute support may therefore need to be kept as wide in scope, and sometimes as tangential in approach, as under the Tories.

Especially in the past twenty years the practice has developed of setting up "support groups" of activists not directly connected with the dispute. These can be, and have been, invaluable. But there are dangers to be guarded against. Support groups can develop their own policies and priorities. They may not be able to demonstrate that funds go directly, unconditionally and totally to the strikers. They cannot, by their very nature, deliver the consistent and longer-term support needed by workers in dispute. Political groupings and ad hoc campaigns are no substitute for trade unions (any more than unions can replace political parties). Support groups, even those most accountable to Strike Committees, dissolve once a dispute has been "won". But, as every trade unionist knows, "winning" a dispute doesn't mean an end to a high level of friction at the work place, or of bosses’ continued attempts to undermine or break effective organization.

In these circumstances the trade union councils movement is of as great importance as ever. Trades councils consist of delegates from affiliated local branches, often have strong links with local political forces, especially the Labour Party and Labour in local government, and work closely with organizations like tenants', residents' and pensioners’ associations, pressure groups, anti-racist groups and so on. The trade union councils are organized into County Associations of Trade Union Councils (the Greater London County Association — GLATUC — represents the 32 Boroughs of the Greater London Authority) and are represented on the TUC Regional Councils and Regional Executives. They also have an Annual Conference and are administered by the TUCJCC (a national Committee of the TUC). By their nature they offer consistent and stable support, a forum for exchanging information and advice and the opportunity of keeping a given problem high in local awareness. They can also have much more experience of the relevant local media than do individual trade unions. Trade union councils are subject to the governance of the TUC. These guidance notes describe how trades councils can help union officials and lay members with disputes and also in public campaigns on key issues.

Trade Union Councils' rôles in disputes:

a checklist of possibilities
1 First of all, and whether or not a dispute is in prospect, ensure that all branches of your union are actively affiliated to the relevant trade union councils. In Greater London there is one covering every borough and branches may affiliate to any in areas where significant numbers of members work or live. And ensure that your trades council sends its full quota of delegates to GLATUC.

2 If a dispute is in prospect, contact the Secretary of the relevant trade union council as soon as possible, and preferably before the dispute actually begins. Usually you should go to the borough trade union council, but sometimes it may be more appropriate to go to GLATUC in the first instance, if the dispute involves a major employer or work places in a number of boroughs. Trade union councils will respect confidentiality.

3 Invite the trade union council to send a representative to meet the branch/shop/strike committee as early as possible and offer the option of regular observer status, for the non-confidential parts of the meetings.

4 Trade union councils can assist by:

4 Issuing press releases and ensuring that local media relations are activated. (Note: GLATUC has active relations with London TV and radio stations);

4 Posting disputes on their websites (currently GLATUC and two trades councils — Battersea & Wandsworth and Brent — have sites, but others are being set up) and sending news to the movement and its activists via email.

4 Producing and distributing collection sheets (sometimes trade union councils actually handle moneys which, for a range of reasons, the relevant union(s) might find difficult to administer);

4 Providing support at picket lines and demonstrations;

4 Organizing marches, demonstrations and lobbies;

4 Launching local consumer boycotts (this could be illegal secondary action for a union in a dispute, but trade union councils are less directly affected by the law);

4 Circulating information via email groups, mailings and "telephone trees";

4 Organizing stalls and collections in public places, such as shopping centres;

4 Obtaining invitations to trade union branches, work place organizations, Constituency Labour Parties, etc.; and

4 Setting up support groups which are accountable, ultimately, to the TUC and act according to the wishes of the Strike Committee or the appropriate trade union official(s) responsible for conducting the dispute.

4 It is standard practice for GLATUC to invite current industrial disputes onto the platform of the annual London May Day rally in Trafalgar Square, a very important “shop-front” for strikers.

5 GLATUC itself has an effective electronic communications system and is constantly seeking to extend its database of email addresses of key union officials and lay activists. Please send us your details for inclusion.

6 Finally, while your union probably has good links with unions abroad, and while there is also the TUC's International Department to call on, GLATUC itself has formal, active relationships (sanctioned by the TUC) with the trade union organizations in most of the capital cities of the European Union as well as other parts of Europe, the Americas and Asia. It organizes exchange visits and other communications. Its International Officer, Roger Sutton (020-7388 0852) or its Secretary, Bob Tennant (020-8558 6612), can advise if you want to draw on this resource.
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